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RWANDA

Christine Nyiramana, Julienne Tuyishime, Astrid Rank 
and Annette Scheunpflug

Primary Education in Rwanda

Abstract
This chapter provides an overview of primary education in Rwanda, a small, 
landlocked country in the Great Lakes region of Sub-Saharan Africa. It traces 
the historical development of schooling from pre-colonial times through 
missionary and colonial influences, to the post-independence and post-ge-
nocide reforms. The chapter analyses the current state of the sector, descri-
bing the structure of the education system, enrolment figures, and transition 
rates, while also highlighting challenges such as high pupil-teacher ratios, 
repetition, and limited resources. Issues of language policy, curriculum re-
forms, teacher education, school feeding, and digitalisation are examined in 
detail. Furthermore, the chapter situates Rwanda’s primary education within 
international debates on equity, inclusion, and quality, emphasising both 
progress and persisting obstacles. It concludes by discussing the crucial role 
of non-state providers, particularly churches, and the importance of part-
nerships in building a resilient and inclusive education system for the future. 

Keywords: Education System in Rwanda, Historical Context, Quality Indica-
tors, School Programmes 

Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of primary education in Rwanda, a small, 
landlocked country in the Great Lakes region of Sub-Saharan Africa. Covering 
an area of 24,668 square kilometres and with a population of approximately 
14.25 million, Rwanda has set itself an ambitious goal in its “2020 Vision and 
2050 Plan”: to achieve upper middle-income status for the majority of the 
population by 2035. A cornerstone of this vision is “universal access to quality 
education” (UNICEF, 2024, 1), with particular emphasis on primary educa-
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tion as a critical foundation for the country’s progress. The chapter begins by 
examining the historical context of primary education in Rwanda. It then pre-
sents a comprehensive analysis of the current state of the sector, including an 
overview of the educational structure, key statistics, subject offerings, types of 
school providers, languages of instruction, quality indicators, teacher profiles, 
school feeding programmes, and the digitalisation of primary schools. Finally, 
the chapter situates Rwanda’s primary education system in the context of in-
ternational education debates, and explores how global perspectives inform 
and interact with local initiatives. 

1 	The History of Primary Education in Rwanda
Prior to colonization in the late 19th century, education in the Kingdom of 
Rwanda was informal and provided mainly within the family. Learning also 
took place in amatorero camps – social gatherings for groups of the same age 
that aimed to prepare young people for active roles in society. These camps 
taught poetry, weaving, traditional dances, and – for boys in particular, mili-
tary skills and lessons in heroism inspired by their ancestors.
German colonization began in 1897, alongside missionary activities led by 
the German Protestant Bethel and Basel Missions, and the Belgian Catholic 
White Fathers. These missionaries introduced the first formal primary educa-
tion structures in Rwanda, establishing twelve missionary schools by the end 
of German rule in 1916.
In 1916, Rwanda was occupied by Belgium and, after the First World War, 
became a Belgian mandate under the League of Nations. Under Belgian rule, 
formal education remained largely controlled by the Catholic missions, with 
the government establishing only a few schools, mainly secondary schools. 
The main purpose of formal education was to train an elite sector in society 
who would be able to support the colonial administration – thus prioritizing 
colonial needs over community interests (Puttanna & Dusaidi, 2017).
Rwanda gained independence in 1962 (Purdeková & Mwambari, 2022). The 
state then took full responsibility for formal education, which had previously 
been run by religious institutions. The extent of primary education was ex-
panded, including free compulsory education to the age of eight years. There 
were minimal changes to the curriculum. The first three years of primary ed-
ucation focused on literacy in the language of instruction (which was Kin-
yarwanda) (McLean Hilker, 2011), and the following general education stage 
(from years four to eight) was taught in French. However, the government 
struggled to keep up with population growth. To cope with high enrolment 
numbers, a double-shift system was introduced, with pupils attending school 
either in the morning or in the afternoon. The post-independence government 
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allocated a higher proportion of national income to education than any other 
African country at the time, focusing on primary education and rural vocation-
al training (Williams, 2016). 
During the Second Republic (1973–1994), efforts to promote the Kinyarwan-
da language and Rwandan culture were intensified. Kinyarwanda became the 
main medium of instruction in primary schools, and primary education was 
shortened to six years. The transition rate to secondary school was very low at 
the time, due to limited places, entry requirements based on national exami-
nation results, and quotas (due to a military regime that adhered to discrimi-
nation based on ethnicity, regionalism, and the economic background of the 
child) (Puttanna & Dusaidi, 2017). At the time of the civil war in 1990, primary 
school enrolment had increased from 46 % to 65 % of the total population of 
primary-school-aged children, reaching 1.7 million children by 1994. 
The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi devastated Rwanda’s education system. 
Approximately two-thirds of the school infrastructure was destroyed, and 
nearly 75 % of public sector employees (including teachers) were either killed 
or forced to flee (Nikuze, 2014). In the aftermath, Rwanda faced significant 
challenges, with little hope of restoring its previous educational standards. 
At that time, Rwanda was considered to be a failed state (Williams, 2017). 
However, the new government launched initiatives to rebuild the education 
system, prioritizing access for all, and improving quality (Republic of Rwanda, 
2003). The educational reforms emphasized the teaching of peace, reconcilia-
tion, tolerance, justice, democracy, patriotism, solidarity and national unity – at 
all levels of education.

2 	Primary Education in Rwanda Today

2.1	 Structure and Key Statistics of the System 
Over the past 30 years (since 1994), Rwanda has experienced impressive 
growth in the primary education sector. Entry to primary school is age-based, 
with 35 % of first graders having attended early childhood education, and pri-
mary education typically lasts for six years for children aged 6 to 11 (Republic 
of Rwanda, 2024). Transition to secondary school requires passing a national 
examination at the end of primary school. This transition rate increased from 
71.6 % in 2017 to 82.9 % in 2021/22, showing promising progress. Rwanda is 
the only country in sub-Saharan Africa to have achieved the goal of enrolling 
all children in school by 2015, as promised by the Education for All movement 
(see UNESCO, 2014). 
In the 2022/2023 academic year, Rwanda had 3,932 primary schools with a to-
tal enrolment of 2.84 million pupils. The average pupil-teacher ratio was 57:1, 
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which is well above both the international average and Rwanda’s national 
standard of 46:1. Currently, only one-third of schools in the country meet this 
national target (Republic of Rwanda, 2024).
Primary school enrolment rates have increased. In 2018, a net enrolment ratio 
of 98.3 % was reached (Republic of Rwanda, 2024). Due to COVID-19, this 
ratio was decreasing to 95.8 % in the year 2022 to 95.8 %. In addition, be-
tween 2018 and 2022, the gross enrolment ratio rised from 137.5 % in 2018 to 
143.5 % in 2022. Gross enrolment counts not only students who should visit a 
first grade due to their age, but all others being in grade one due to the fact 
of repetition or late enrolment. These figures show the effect of COVID-19 
and the related high repetition rate, which increased from 13.4 % in 2017/18 
to 30.2 % in 2021/22 (Republic of Rwanda, 2024). Many children start school 
later than intended or repeat grades, which results in a significant share of 
primary students being older than the official primary school age. 
The national achievements can be attributed to ongoing initiatives, including 
the construction of new schools and classrooms, teacher capacity building 
programmes, school feeding initiatives, girls’ empowerment strategies, in-
creased parental involvement, and the elimination of double shift teaching for 
upper primary classes (since 2018) (MINEDUC, 2019).
Rwanda has also made significant progress in promoting girls’ access to edu-
cation, in the light of traditional cultures and norms. Girls are encouraged to 
attend school, and gender-responsive infrastructure such as ‘girls’ rooms have 
been introduced (Ali, 2014). These rooms provide sanitary pads, washrooms 
and rest areas for girls in need. School statistics for 2022/23 show that 2,672 
primary schools had a girls’ room, representing 68 % of all primary schools. 
With a median age of 19.6 years in the entire population (World Bank, 2024) 
and a steadily growing population, the demand for primary education and 
school infrastructure continues to increase. Joint efforts of the government, 
the World Bank and the local population have resulted in large-scale school 
construction initiatives. The traditional practice of Umuganda – community 
work on one Saturday per month – has been, and continues to be used to 
engage the community in supporting school construction efforts. Since 2020, 
22,505 classrooms and 31,932 latrines have been built, mainly in rural areas 
(Mushimiyimana & Dushimimana, 2021). In particular, community participa-
tion resulted in the construction of 11,501 classrooms and 17,252 latrines, thus 
significantly reducing costs (MINEDUC1, 2022). Table 1 provides an overview 
of the structure of the Rwandan school system.

1	 Ministry of Education (MINEDUC)
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Table 1:	Overview of the Rwandan School System

Age Grade School System Required Teacher  
Qualification

15-18 S6 Secondary 
(A-Level after S6)

TVET (Technical 
and Vocational 
Education and 
Training, possible 
after primary) 

Secondary school teach-
er: Bachelor’s degree in 
education or subject + 
Postgraduate diploma in 
education

S5
S4

6-15 S3 Primary
1-6, S1-S3
(O-Level after S3)

S2
S1
6 Primary teacher: Teacher 

Training College (TTC), 
3 years after Lower  
Secondary

5
4
3
2
1

3-6 Maternelle  
(Pre-primary)

Pre-primary teacher: 
Teacher Training Col-
lege (TTC) or Early 
Childhood Education 
certificate

2.2	 Language of Instruction 
Rwanda is one of the few countries in Africa with a single mother tongue, 
Kinyarwanda (Habyarimana, 2015). However, due to its colonial history and 
membership of the East African Community, Rwanda’s constitution lists Kin-
yarwanda, English and French as official languages (Republic of Rwanda, 
2023). The language of instruction in education has long been a matter of 
debate and policy shifts.
From the 1930s to 1978, Kinyarwanda was the language of instruction in pri-
mary schools for grades 1 to 3, with French taking over from grade 4. In 
1978, primary education was completely localised and Kinyarwanda became 
the sole language of instruction throughout primary school (Sibomana, 2022). 
After the 1994 genocide, Kinyarwanda remained the language of instruction 
at the lower primary level, while at the upper primary level there were two 
parallel systems: most schools used French, but some began to use English. 
National examinations were offered in both those languages.
Policies continued to shift, with English being introduced as the sole language 
of instruction for all primary grades in 2008 (UNICEF, 2016). However, this 
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policy was changed again in 2011, when Kinyarwanda was reintroduced as 
the medium of instruction for lower primary, while English remained the me-
dium of instruction for upper primary levels. In 2019, another shift occurred, 
with English again becoming the medium of instruction for both lower and 
upper primary levels.
These frequent shifts, with teachers not being proficient in English as the me-
dium of instruction, led to problems with the quality of teaching (Williams, 
2021; Mugirase, 2020). Even though teacher training programmes now use 
English as the language of instruction, English language deficiencies among 
teachers remain a significant barrier (UNICEF, 2024). 

2.3	 Curriculum
The subjects taught at primary level are Kinyarwanda, English, French, Math-
ematics, Social and Religious Studies (SST), Science and Elementary Tech-
nology (SET), Creative Arts and Physical Education (see Table 2). In the early 
grades, each class has a single teacher who is responsible for all subjects. In 
later grades, however, students have specialised subject teachers, with one 
teacher being assigned to each class to oversee tasks such as completing end-
of-term reports and recording daily attendance.

Table 2:	Primary School Subjects and Hours Taught

Subject Number of periods per week  
(a period lasts 50 minutes)
Lower primary1 

(class 1 to 3)
Upper primary2 

(class 4 to 6)
Kinyarwanda 8 8
English 8 8
French 3 4
Mathematics 8 8
Social and religious studies (SST) 4 6
Science and elementary technology (SET) 4 6
Creative arts (music, fine art and crafts) 2 2
Physical education 2 2

Total 39 (+5 to 8) 44 (+3)

Note. 1 For Mathematics, English, Kinyarwanda, SET, and SST, there is 1 additional hour of re-
medial teaching. For mathematics, there is 1 additional hour of numeracy, and for Kinyarwanda 
and English there is 1 additional hour of reading. 2 For Mathematics, English and Kinyarwanda, 
there is 1 hour additional of remedial teaching.
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In 2018, the Ministry of Education began phasing out the double-shift system 
in upper primary education to ensure that students receive the required teach-
ing hours (Republic of Rwanda, 2024; MINEDUC, 2021). This change allowed 
for the effective implementation of the unified timetable.
Following international curriculum trends, Rwanda introduced a compe-
tency-based curriculum in 2015. This curriculum emphasises active student 
participation and promotes inclusive education (Habyarimana et al., 2022). 
However, studies show that teachers face several challenges in implementing 
this approach, including increased workload, lack of appropriate teaching ma-
terials, and insufficient preparatory training (Nsengimana et al., 2021).

2.4	 School Providers
Given Rwanda’s historical and economic context, public education is provided 
not only by the state, but also by non-state actors. Most non-state provid-
ers, including churches, offer tuition-free education as a public good, while a 
smaller number of private companies and NGOs offer private schooling op-
tions (Niyibizi et al., 2021). That means, that there are three group of schools: 
government-schools, non-state government supported schools and non-state 
only private funded schools. In government-supported schools, teachers’ sal-
aries are paid by the government, but school providers as churches, cover 
other costs such as teacher training, maintenance, buildings, and grounds. Of 
the primary schools run by religious organisations, there are 1,202 Catholic, 
701 Protestant, 71 Adventist and 18 Islamic schools, representing over 50 % of 
all primary schools (Republic of Rwanda, 2024). Without the significant con-
tributions of these groups, it would be difficult for the Rwandan state to meet 
the demand for primary education alone (Wenz, 2019; Scheunpflug et al., 
2021a; 2021b). In addition, the religious groups offer a degree of freedom for 
new pedagogical developments, such as learner-centred teaching methods, 
or addressing the historical impact of the genocide – topics which are often 
more difficult to implement in state schools (Krogull et al., 2014; Krogull & 
Scheunpflug, 2016; Scheunpflug et al., 2019).

2.5	 Educational Quality 
Since 2003, it has been prohibited to charge tuition fees for primary school 
education. On the one hand, this has boosted enrolment rates; however, on the 
other hand, it has created serious problems for non-state providers. Teachers’ 
salaries in schools of non-state providers are mainly paid by the government, 
but other costs such as teacher training, infrastructure and resources fall on 
non-state providers; this has widened the gap between available funding and 
the actual cost of education, which in turn, has contributed to a decline in 
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educational quality. Improving the quality of primary education remains a ma-
jor challenge in Rwanda, as schools often struggle with inadequate resources, 
poorly trained teachers, a lack of continuous professional development, poor 
management, and high teacher workloads. Low levels of numeracy and lit-
eracy remain a major challenge, with many students leaving primary school 
after Grade 6 without sufficient skills to succeed in secondary education or the 
workforce (Nizeyimana et al., 2020). Repetition rates in primary education are 
high, with more than a third of students repeating at least one grade level. 
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these problems and led to an 11-month 
closure of schools (Timm et al., 2024; Markus, 2023). When the schools reo-
pened in 2022, all students were required to start their class again; this implies 
that from 2022 onwards – considering the incoming new children in Grade 
1, there will be a grade level with double the number of expected students, 
and this will continue for the next 12 years (Aragie et al., 2021). While the 
schools were closed during the pandemic, the state sought to continue educa-
tion through other media, e.g., radio, television and WhatsApp. However, this 
widened socio-economic and regional divides, as rural areas generally have 
less access to electricity, television and the internet. 
Rwanda was also affected by the massive outflow of female children from 
school during the COVID-19 pandemic (MINEDUC, 2021). Girls were the 
most vulnerable at that time, due to violence, unplanned pregnancies and ear-
ly marriages, resulting in many girls dropping out of primary and secondary 
school. In addition, many students dropped out of school due to the economic 
crisis caused by parents losing their jobs. Furthermore, teachers – particularly 
in non-state schools, left their posts, as school providers were unable to pay 
salaries as the funding of government schools is given on the basis of lessons 
thought (Ukobizaba & Nizeyimana, 2021). 

2.6	 Teacher training and remuneration 
Teacher Training Colleges (TTCs) were established in Rwanda in 1999 to pro-
vide initial and in-service training for pre-primary and primary school teachers 
(Nzabalirwa, 2014). TTCs are schools at the secondary level and the teacher 
training qualification lasts for three years. That means that with the qualifica-
tion as a primary teacher, students receive their secondary-school-diploma. 
Students are admitted to TTCs after passing national examinations at the end 
of lower secondary school. There are 16 TTCs in Rwanda, one in each of the 
16 districts (Karangwa, 2017), ten of which are run by Catholic and Protes-
tant churches. Although TTCs charge tuition fees, these are lower than those 
charged by other secondary schools. After completing their studies at a TTC, 
graduates receive a secondary school certificate that qualifies them to become 
pre-primary or primary school teachers.
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The salary for primary teachers is close to the daily minimum wage defined by 
the World Bank, which is €1.99€ per day, or about €59.70 per month (World 
Bank, 2024; see Table 3).

Table 3:	Salaries of Teachers in Primary Education, Per Month (Exchange 
Eate as at 1st October 2024)

Level of experience Rwandan Francs Equivalent in Euro
Beginner 108.488 Rwf €73.40 
Experienced first level 115.294 Rwf €78.08 
Experienced second level 121.229 Rwf €82.10
Experienced third level 127.669 Rwf €86.47 
Advanced experience 239.513 Rwf €162.20

Due to low salaries, Rwanda’s education system faces a significant shortage 
of teachers (Takavarasha & Uwamariya, 2024). To address this problem, the 
government introduced strategies to attract top students to Teacher Training 
Colleges (TTCs) after lower secondary school. These strategies include reduc-
ing tuition fees and providing scholarships for university studies after three 
years’ experience in primary school teaching.

2.7	 School Feeding
Given the prevalence of poverty in the country, school feeding plays a critical 
role in supporting pupils’ health and basic nutrition. Launched in 2019, this 
initiative provides basic meals to all children and motivates parents to send 
their children to school (Mensah & Nsabimana, 2020). The government con-
tributes 56 Rwf (about €0.04) per pupil per day, while parents contribute 94 
Rwf (€0.06) per day. This amounts to a monthly parental contribution of 1.974 
Rwf (€1.33€), 5.922 Rwf (€3.98€) per quarter and 17.860 Rwf (€12) per year. 
The aim of the feeding programme is to provide students with at least one 
meal per day to improve their academic performance, and to combat mal-
nutrition, particularly in rural areas. In addition, the government initiated the 
“One Cup of Milk per Child” programme to provide essential protein to chil-
dren in primary schools (MINEDUC, 2022).

2.8	 Digitalisation and Information and Communication 
Technology 

The Government of Rwanda has embraced the use of ICT (Information and 
Communication Technology) by integrating such technologies into education. 
The goal is to encourage the population to become familiar with the use of 
ICT, in order to prepare for a digital future.
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The “One Laptop per Child” initiative, launched in primary schools in 2008, 
aimed to provide every child with a personal computer (laptop). In the first 
phase of the project, each district benefited from at least five schools equipped 
with laptops for every child. The second phase, launched in 2011, provided 
one school in each administrative sector in the country with at least one One-
Laptop-per-Child school, reaching 269,116 laptops in 933 schools funded by 
the state (Kasozi-Mulindwa & Niyongabo, 2018). In 2019, the third phase be-
gan, with the training of 9,350 teachers from 850 schools in the use of ICT in 
grades four and six. 
However, the initiative faced several challenges, especially in rural areas where 
schools often lacked electricity and infrastructure (Munyengabe et al., 2017). 
Teachers reported inadequate training that hindered the effective use of ICT 
in the classroom, and many expressed a need for personal laptops and further 
training to develop both technical and pedagogical digital skills (Munyeng-
abe et al., 2017; Adam et al., 2016). By the 2022/23 school year, 41.3 % of all 
primary schools in Rwanda are using ICT in the classroom, and 19.5 % have 
been designated as ‘smart classrooms’ (Republic of Rwanda, 2024).

2.9	 Response to COVID-19 and Digital Infrastructure Initiatives
During the COVID-19 school closures, Rwanda implemented several online 
education programmes. However, access to these resources was uneven due 
to limited digital infrastructure, particularly in rural areas and among low-in-
come families. In response, the government launched new initiatives for sus-
tainable solutions. Church providers took responsibility such as the pilot pro-
ject “Resilience of Educational Institutions through Digitalisation – A Reaction 
to COVID-19 (ReDiCo)” in the Great Lakes region. This project, funded by 
the German Development Cooperation through “Brot für die Welt”, aims to 
improve the quality of digital education at all levels, from kindergarten to uni-
versity, by providing digital equipment and comprehensive teacher training.

3 	Striving for Quality Education in Partnership with 
Different Partners and Stakeholders in a Globalised World

The situation in Rwanda’s primary schools highlights several issues that are 
common to many impoverished countries: 
	• School expansion in the face of population growth: Despite major social efforts 
to build schools and train teachers, it is a challenge to expand the school 
system faster than population growth demands. Due to the youth of the 
school-going population, the number of students to be enrolled will conti-
nue to grow in the coming years, thus making the continuous expansion of 
primary education a necessity.
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	• Overcoming the COVID-19 crisis: The education crisis caused by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic will have a lasting impact on Rwanda’s education system 
for the next decade. Prolonged school closures resulted in a ‘double cohort’ 
of students, requiring additional financial resources to cope with the surge 
in enrolment and to address educational gaps.

	• Slow progress in early childhood education: Although the need for early child-
hood education is recognised in the field of education policy, actual ex-
pansion lags behind in terms of available spaces and professional training. 
In addition, raising the necessary funds for early childhood education is 
a challenge for a population that is on average very poor, as that level of 
education is not free, and not adequately supported by the state. This also 
means that educational deficits are pushed into primary school, where re-
mediation is all the more time-consuming and costly.

	• Equity and justice in education: Although Rwanda has made progress in 
achieving educational equity for girls in primary school, significant chal-
lenges remain. The COVID-19 crisis highlighted the fact that girls remain 
a vulnerable group who benefit from the safety of schools, particularly in 
the context of domestic violence. In addition, disparities in educational op-
portunities between rural and urban areas continue to widen, and are exa-
cerbated by the increasing digitalisation of classrooms. The transition to se-
condary school is regulated by exam results and grades, and together with 
parental financial resources, this determines whether a student can enrol 
in a particular secondary school of desirable quality. This transition process 
further exacerbates inequalities. The quality of education hardly compensa-
tes for educational opportunities of poor parents, so educational inequality 
tends to increase in this respect as well. In addition, the national language 
policy is an obstacle, as both national languages – French and English – are 
accessible only to a limited portion of the population. 

	• Quality of education and skills acquisition: Experience shows that the acqui-
sition of skills in Rwanda’s primary schools is lagging behind, even though 
the country has not yet participated in international competency tests such 
as the OECD’s PISA for Development. Overall, the quality of education re-
mains low, with too much time spent on educational goals, relative to results 
achieved. This mismatch leads to unmet expectations and contributes to 
lower self-esteem among students, which hinders their ability to develop 
independent learning skills. As a result, a cycle of low productivity and edu-
cational deficits becomes entrenched and difficult to reverse.

	• Teacher recruitment and retention: Attracting young people into the tea-
ching profession is a global challenge, and one that is particularly acute in 
Rwanda. In countries like Rwanda, where teacher training is subject to the 
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payment of fees and the expected salary is just above the subsistence level 
– barely enough to support a family, it is even more difficult to recruit and 
train teachers. The open mentioned mechanism to reduce tuitions for top 
students is far not enough to bridge the gap between the needed teachers 
and the teachers starting teacher education. As a result, the lack of system-
atic teacher training and unclear funding mechanisms for professional de-
velopment hinder long-term improvements in the quality of education. As 
long as teaching remains poorly paid, it is unlikely that sufficient numbers of 
young people will choose to enter the profession. In addition, opportunities 
for better paid positions in non-governmental organisations further compli-
cate efforts to retain people in the education system. 

	• Digitisation: Rwanda’s efforts to digitise primary schools have been enor-
mous, as evidenced by the number of classrooms that are now equipped 
with laptop computers. However, without access to the Internet and inten-
sive training for teachers, equipping schools with digital devices will not 
contribute to the acquisition of skills and improvements in the quality of 
education. To teach effectively in the digital age, teachers need to have 
excellent digital skills. These skills do not necessarily have to be acquired di-
gitally; they can also be developed initially in an analogue context, through 
the concept of computational thinking. Given the extensive interconnection 
between analogue and digital realities, a purely technical perspective is in-
sufficient. Teachers need competences that include both a knowledge com-
ponent (including informatics, pedagogical-psychological, subject-specific 
and didactic media-related knowledge, as outlined in the TPACK model, 
Valtonen et al., 2015), as well as an action component (Terhart, 2011).

	• The role of different stakeholders: An education system depends on various 
social groups taking responsibility for planning, implementation and sup-
port of the system. Even if the state pays teachers’ salaries, non-state pro-
viders need to bear substantial costs for land, construction, maintenance, 
and ongoing teacher training. In Rwanda, as in many other countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa (e.g. the Democratic Republic of Congo, South Sudan, 
or Uganda), these other stakeholders are Christian churches (see Scheun-
pflug et al., 2021a, 2021b). Investments by the churches represent a major 
contribution to schooling and educational equity in Rwanda, as the chur-
ches tend to be present where the state has limited presence, i.e. mostly in 
rural areas, and covers more than 50 % of schools. This role of churches as 
non-state school authorities deserves to receive increased attention in the 
international debate on school actors and educational equity (Wenz 2019; 
Scheunpflug et al., 2019). 
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	• Language of instruction: Teaching in a language other than the mother ton-
gue of teachers and pupils limits educational opportunities. In Rwanda, mil-
lions of children speak a different language at home from the one they use 
at school, which creates high learning barriers for them. This is particularly 
evident in the context of literacy acquisition. In order to identify words qui-
ckly, children need an internal lexicon that they usually have in their first lan-
guage (Coltheart et al., 2001). If neither teachers nor children communicate 
in a language that they are comfortable with, teaching becomes little more 
than misunderstood rote memorisation, and cognitive engagement does 
not occur. Since there is a common language in Rwanda (Kinyarwanda), 
initial teaching could easily be done in this mother tongue.

	• Teaching methods: The lack of basic skills among children after primary 
school is certainly partly due to the language of instruction, but it also ref-
lects the teaching methods used. Very often, teaching times and content 
are not adapted to the students’ life situations, and teaching methods and 
materials are outdated. Group work, independent learning, critical and pro-
blem-solving thinking, familiarity with new (digital) technologies, and the 
teaching of life skills are not sufficiently encouraged. This is exacerbated by 
the double-shift system in very large classes (around 60 students) that are 
taught in small, poorly equipped rooms.

	• Inclusion: In Rwanda, some particularly vulnerable groups, including chil-
dren with disabilities, are often denied access to school and kindergarten. 
Since 2019, there has been a comprehensive syllabus on special needs edu-
cation, and inclusive education for teacher training colleges (TTCs). This syl-
labus explicitly states the goal that the Government of Rwanda is committed 
to achieving education for all – without excluding people with special edu-
cational needs and other vulnerable groups, through inclusive education 
policies and strategies (Rwanda Education Board, 2019).

4 	Conclusion
Rwanda’s education system faces significant challenges, particularly in terms 
of quality and access, all of which have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The reliance on non-state providers – particularly churches, is 
critical in meeting educational demand, but financial and infrastructural con-
straints continue to hamper progress. Addressing these issues requires a mul-
ti-faceted approach, including improvements in funding, teacher training and 
infrastructure development.
While the educational challenges are real, Rwanda is a country of hope. Its 
population is young and eager to learn. Many young people, especially wom-
en play a key role in education, and many stakeholders and institutions such 
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as churches, take responsibility for expanding and improving the education 
system. These positive aspects are encouraging in terms of further develop-
ment prospects. 
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